making prerogatives of the senate and to enact in its despite, by a coalition of dissentient elements and a measure of forceful intimidation, significant political change.
The course of Sulpicius' confrontations with the conservative nobilitas exemplified the many serious threats to internal stability endemic in the Late Republic. It dramatized the anomalous character of the republican system, which tolerated a wide gap between the letter and spirit of the constitution, and which made possible anarchic conflicts between the well-established, long-accepted conventional power of the senate and the latent legal power of magistrates and people. It dramatized the class tensions and social unrest which had emerged in the latter half of the second century and had destroyed the cohesiveness on which the working of senatorial auctoritas was founded, making possible the assemblage of powerful coalitions of the disenchanted. It dramatized the disastrous consequences of the tradition of political violence which had been fostered by the nobilitas itself and which was inevitably growing in intensity as divisions sharpened.
But above all it dramatized the dangerous tendency of idealistic and self-willed nobiles, however firmly attached to the traditionalists, to resort, when affronted or impeded by their fellow oligarchs, to the explosive weapons of demagoguery and to an extremism characteristic of embittered defectors. This tendency was partly the result of the individualism of Roman politicians, who were seldom willing to subordinate personal goals and dignitas to the interests and objectives of any group, but it was also a product of angry impatience with the unrelenting and myopic conservatism of the great bulk of the nobilitas and with the pragmatic, utilitarian mentality which directed its efforts to preserve the status quo. The oligarchy of the Late Republic failed to make room for the aristocratic idealists and reformists "qui veram gloriam iniustae potentiae anteponerent"; it ignored both their ideals and their sensibilities, and it thereby encouraged repeated outbreaks of the most bitter and divisive form of political confrontation-a trial of strength between former friends and political allies.
These various political ills, long untended and aggravated by successive domestic crises, combined in 88 through the agency of Sulpicius, who was intent on exploiting to extreme limits every weakness of the republican system, to drag the state into calamitous civil war and to set a pattern of unrestricted force which finally resulted in the collapse of the respublica. 
